
Ash Wednesday 
 
 “Return to me”, the Lord is telling us on the first reading of today’s 
Mass. It means that we have been wandering off, we have lost our direction 
and we need to stop and come back. We have been going rather in the 
opposite direction, towards our own ego, our selfishness and our pride. 
Return to me, turn around, do a “u” turn. It is hard to do it; it demands a 
small conversion, to recognise that we have been wrong and we need to put 
God back at the centre of our lives. Return “to me”, abandon the desires of 
your heart, that don’t make you happy, and return to your God, to your 
Creator, your Father, to what constitutes the meaning of your life. 
 When the priest today places the ashes on our forehead, he will remind 
us of the famous words of the Scripture: “Remember man that you are dust, 
and unto dust you shall return.” It is a reminder that without God we are 
nothing; without God all that remains is this pile of dirt that we see in this 
little dish. The wind is going to blow away the dust of our bodies. We shall 
return to the earth where we came from. We get the ashes on our forehead, to 
make sure our thoughts are in the right place. The Church wants to inscribe on 
our minds what it is important in life. Memento mori. Remember, we come 
from God and we are going back to him. 
 In the book The Alchemist the boy asks him: “Why do we have to listen 
to our hearts?” And the old man answers: “Because, wherever our heart is, 
there is also our treasure.” Ubi thesaurus cor; your heart is in your treasure. If 
we want to know what our treasure is, we should listen to the beating of our 
hearts. It is not familiar music, because we don’t normally listen to it. It is 
normally hidden from our senses. We need to listen carefully. Pope Francis 
says that “our heart always points in some direction: it is like a compass 
seeking its bearings. We can also compare it to a magnet: it needs to attach 
itself to something.” It is always seeking something and it is good for us to 
know what it is. 
 Pope Francis in one of his homilies for Ash Wednesday, proposes three 
steps for Lent: “Almsgiving, prayer, fasting. What are they for? Almsgiving, 
prayer and fasting bring us back to the three realities that do not fade away. 
Prayer reunites us to God; charity, to our neighbour; fasting, to ourselves. 
God, my neighbour, my life: these are the realities that do not fade away and 
in which we must invest. Lent, therefore, invites us to focus, first of all on the 
Almighty, in prayer, which frees us from that horizontal and mundane life 
where we find time for self but forget God. It then invites us to focus on 
others, with the charity that frees us from the vanity of acquiring and of 
thinking that things are only good if they are good for me. Finally, Lent invites 
us to look inside our hearts, with fasting, which frees us from attachment to 
things and from the worldliness that numbs the heart. Prayer, charity, fasting: 
three investments for a treasure that endures.” 

 In this journey through Lent, where do we fix our eyes, our gaze? 
What should we focus on? The Church has the answer: on Christ crucified. It 
is very simple: Jesus is on the cross and if we want to find him, we need to 
climb up to the cross. 


